comprehensive pictorial narration of his arrest, death and resurrection-and some of the artistic and theological issues surrounding the formulation of this image in fifth century Rome. 4 The discussion of Jesus' crucifixion as it is portrayed on the Maskell Ivories will be set against a brief survey of the way in which death as a subject was generally treated in the earliest Christian art. This survey is critical in appreciating the thematic and iconographic milieu into which the story of Jesus' own death was introduced. The visual context in which the image was viewed will then be described (decorating the exterior sides of a hand-held casket), and followed by an examination of the narrative context into which the image was set (that is, as part of a sequence of images recounting the story of the arrest, death and resurrection of Jesus). This crucifixion scene will be shown here to preserve vital information about the way in which early Christians experimented with the formulation of a visual language 5 to suit a particular didactic interest: the power of Jesus in defeating death, and the power of his Church in Rome in particular. This visual language is carefully constructed to communicate with an audience intimately acquainted with the textual descriptions of Jesus' death, conversant with the complexities of Christian theology, as well as familiar with the visual 'tropes' of Graeco-Roman funerary art as they were employed in the private sphere. Probing the components of this language, we find that the appropriation of these 'tropes' in early Christian art facilitated a high degree of innovation and experimentation with the narration of a well-known biblical story, as artists, and clients, constructed a death scene to convey a very particular message. Yet the primary focus of the discussion will be the fundamental interest in power and triumph that the image carried. This interest will be shown to be congruent with the major thematic interest of Christian funerary art in the third and fourth centuries, wherein the fact of death was not principally recalled, but rather, instances of deliverance from death.
6
The Maskell Crucifixion demonstrates that in the fifth century, this characteristic interest in deliverance from death was taken to a new level-a move that would prove pivotal for the development of Christian art from that time onwards. For in the treatment of death scenes in Christian art after the sixth century, scenes from the Bible, literature detailing the deaths of martyrs, and particularly in the depiction of Jesus' own death, the process by which the deaths occurred was in both private and public artistic contexts increasingly enunciated in the way Romans had once been accustomed to seeing the violent deaths of their enemies conquered in battle. These images were detailed on public monuments in the late Roman period emphasising the horror, the pain and often violence of death.
7
As part of the narrative illustrated across the Maskell Ivories, the crucifixion scene preserves an iconography that is firmly a product of its time and culture; it can therefore be seen to reflect the way in which contemporary viewers mused not only on the death of the Jewish man Jesus, but also contemplated their own mortality.
While the image directly tackles the fact of Jesus' execution, reconstructing events at the scene of his crucifixion in some detail, it uses another death (the suicide of Judas) and later events (the Resurrection) to effect a powerful interpretation of the event and thereby underscore a broader reality: Jesus' ultimate defeat of death. shown to be untenable, with the careful demonstration that the supposed opposition of Christian theologians across the second and third centuries to images has been exaggerated by modern scholars. 9 With no proof that iconography, apart from its idolatrous abuse, was vehemently rejected by the Church as a whole prior to the late second century, the question of why Christians started making images when they did remains a topic for debate.
10
Initial experimentation with the creation of images, and thereby the development of a Christian iconographic language, may have involved a range of media commissioned and used by the elite as well as the popular classes 11 -including fresco, textile, mosaic, sculpture, metal work, engraved gems, engraved glass, ivory, wood and bone carving. However, such objects survive in comparatively small numbers, and most of the art that dates from the first Roman Christian centuries is funereal in nature. With some significant exceptions, it is preserved in two contexts: first, in the painted cycles decorating the walls and ceilings of certain Roman catacombs-the underground burial chambers in which the first Christians, along with pagans and Jews, interred their dead; and second, on the carved marble sarcophagi produced largely in Rome and in which the remains of the deceased were placed. 12 In this way, the earliest Christian art that survives from before the fourth century is firmly rooted in the Graeco-Roman culture of death. 13 The visual programs carefully created to decorate the tombs or sarcophagi reveal much about the primary concerns of early Christian communities, families and elite individuals in Rome as they dealt with human mortality. Despite the fact that this extant
Christian art was connected directly with ritual acts of commemoration and mourning that were an integral and dynamic element of daily life in Rome, 14 it does not manifest this connection through the actual depiction of such rituals, or through association with the deaths of heroes, as in other Graeco-Roman funerary art.
15
In the third century and fourth centuries, Christian families and individuals who were wealthy enough to do so decorated the walls and ceilings of rooms (cubicula) within the catacombs. 16 We find that the subjects chosen for illustration in the pictorial cycles are taken from the Old and New Testaments, but drawn from a These chosen scenes were depicted alongside a stock range of symbols drawn from pagan funerary art that could be adapted to a Christian context, as well as traditional decorative motifs including vine scrolls, garlands and symbols drawn from bucolic landscapes. 17 The same motifs and stories were carved across the fronts (and sometimes the lids) of the marble sarcophagi in which wealthier
Christians could be buried, and on a range of smaller objects, such as terracotta lamps or gemstones worn in finger rings.
In attempting to understand the remarkable consistency with which Christians drew on the same core group of subjects for illustration, an interesting link has been found between the members of this limited repertoire and the contents of a popular early Christian prayer for the dead, the commendatio animae . 22 The casket is likely to have had a liturgical function, either as a reliquary or a container for a portion of the consecrated host. As
Elsner has pointed out, regardless of its function, it was a container of sanctified matter used in a context of worship rather than burial, 23 and we might expect a largely changed or diversified core of images within the intricate arrangement of thirty-three scenes. What we find is that the raising of Jairus' daughter appears alongside several of the classic deliverance scenes prominent in third century funerary art, such as Jonah, Daniel, Susanna, the three Hebrews, the healings of both Collectively, the stories as juxtaposed here represent three stages of death:
Sapphira's end is prophesied, the dead-but-gesticulating Ananias is carried off to his death and burial, and Judas is dead beyond doubt. These contrasting 'scenes' of death therefore, can be read as didactic examples concerning evil deeds. The surviving imagery suggests that in order to do this they were turning to biblical texts beyond the older emphasis on the Old Testament and the canonical Gospels, and now including the Acts of Apostles and other traditions (such as for the ministry of Paul) among favoured subjects.
Bearing this evidence in mind, it should not be surprising when turning to consider how the subject of Jesus' own death was approached in Christian art, to discover two principal things: first, that the subject was seemingly slow to find a suitable niche within the earliest pictorial schemata; second, when it did come to enter (as part of the general expansion of narrative images in fourth and early fifth century and specifically the broader admission of 'death' scenes noted above), the emphasis was firmly on his Jesus' victory over death. So, as a 'death' scene, the subject did not fit readily within the accepted repertoire of scenes with their particular emphasis on deliverance; however, as a scene of triumph, it certainly did.
-THE EARLIEST VISUAL NARRATIVE OF THE CRUCIFIXION AND THE CONTEXT OF THE SCENE
The depiction of Jesus' own death by artists in the fourth and fifth centuries corresponds to the characteristics of the death scenes just discussed. Like the death of Lazarus, that of Jesus is dealt with primarily as a subject that affirms the viewer's hope in resurrection to eternal life, rather than documenting the death itself.
Pictorially, this is popularly dealt with in two ways: the risen Jesus is seen either beside the tomb in which he had been buried, or amongst the women in the garden, both options symbolising that he has been raised from the dead. In the later fourth Judging from extant evidence, it appears that Jesus' death itself was rarely illustrated before the sixth century. There are three surviving engraved gems, a miniature and highly personal visual context where there is little space for accompanying images or symbols, or explicit narrative development. Yet the iconographic emphasis is undoubtedly on Jesus' triumph over death, and so on his
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Resurrection, in that he is shown upright, unaffected by the process of his crucifixion, and accompanied by the twelve apostles.
29
Alongside further archaeological and literary evidence, the gems attest that some attempts were made as early as the third century to depict Jesus on his cross.
30
It is not until the fifth century that we have any evidence to indicate that such a depiction was set within a narrative context that attempted to recreate the historical scene of the death. The earliest extant image that begins to do so is on one of four ivory panels carved in Rome sometime between 420 and 430 AD, and now known collectively as the Maskell Passion Ivories (Figure 1) . 31 Together, they depict seven episodes from the narrative of Jesus' death and resurrection, ordered in historical sequence. In the episode of the crucifixion, Jesus is shown nailed to his cross in the presence of his mother, Saint John, and a soldier who pierces his side with a lance.
Yet he is not dead; Jesus' eyes are open, and his muscular semi-naked body is contrasted sharply with another, that of Judas, whose lifeless limbs and closed eyes leave the viewer in no doubt this clothed figure hanging from a tree is dead.
In turning to focus on this representation, several things must be said about the object of which it was a part. In form and carving style, the panels have been aligned with the ivory diptychs commissioned in the early fifth century by the senatorial classes to commemorate both private events (such as marriages) and public (primarily, appointment to the position of consul). The carefully decorated lids of the Brescia and Pola caskets make even more likely the theory that the Maskell Passion series originally included a lid decorated with a fifth subject to complete the Passion narrative. 35 Moreover, as Elsner recently emphasised, such boxes were small enough to be handled by a single person, so that the chief face to be viewed was not the front but the top, the lid. 36 The hypothetical inclusion of a final scene is important when we come shortly to consider the overall theme of the Maskell Passion Ivories.
The function of these caskets remains difficult to reconstruct with certainty, although they are often thought to have been used as repositories for sacred relics.
Such a hypothesis is attractive, given the known circulation of relics at this period in the history of the church, and the later popularity of ivory in the manufacture of reliquaries. 37 Yet other possibilities should be considered. The specific theme selected for the Maskell Passion series for instance, coupled with the high quality of carving (which suggests that it was commissioned by a wealthy patron), could indicate that the casket was made to house a holy relic relating to Jesus' death and resurrection, or that it functioned as a portable container for a portion of the consecrated Eucharist.
If we turn now to examine this object in detail, it will be possible to understand more fully the broader narrative context into which the scene of Jesus' death is placed; in this process, we will also be able to appreciate more acutely the dexterity of the artist in selecting specific episodes, consciously arranging the action of each within defined spatial parameters, and in linking those episodes-thereby creating for the viewer a powerful sense of unfolding historical drama.
-NARRATIVE CONTEXT
The account of Jesus' Passion as it is illustrated across the Maskell Ivories begins on the first panel in the series, where three episodes are illustrated so as to be read in sequence, from left to right-as ancient Roman viewers were accustomed to do, for both images and texts. 38 The opening episode is that of Pilate washing his hands of 
